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Although the „atrocities of epical proportions‟ in the Etat Indépendant du Congo (EIC, 
Congo Free State) are „legendary‟, no up to date scholarly introduction to the issue is 
currently available
1
. In providing such an overview, the present article aims to offer a 
point of access to the extensive literature and historical debates on the subject, while also 
making the case for exchanging the currently prevalent top-down narrative, with its 
excessive focus on King Leopold‟s character and motives, for one which considers the 
EIC‟s culture of violence as a multicausal, broadly based and deeply engrained social 
phenomenon
2
.  
 
The coherence of the „Congo Atrocities‟ as a clearly definable and bounded historical 
phenomenon owes as much to the humanitarian campaign mounted to denounce their 
occurrence as to the nature of the events themselves
3
. Reformers, and historians after 
them, have mainly focused on those features of the Leopoldian regime which violated the 
emerging international norms of colonial government, in particular those associated with 
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commercial monopolies, forced labour, and capital transfers to the metropole. Causes of 
violence which also marked other colonial regimes were pushed firmly into the 
background
4
. The account of the violent birth of colonial rule in the Congo basin offered 
here nuances this ascribed exceptionalism (though it does not minimize the terror) and 
facilitates the reintegration of the EIC into the broader historiography of, firstly, the 
global impact of European colonial expansion and, secondly, Central Africa‟s turbulent 
history in the longue durée.  
 
The argument is divided into five sections. Following a general outline of the EIC‟s 
violent system of administration (§1), a discussion of its social and demographic impact 
(and the controversy which surrounds it) brings out the need for more regionally focused 
and context sensitive studies (§2). The dispute surrounding demographics is also useful in 
highlighting that what is fundamentally at stake is the place extreme violence in a 
colonial setting should occupy in the history of European „modernity‟. Approaches which 
hinge on Leopoldian exceptionalism and top-down economic imperatives alone are 
particularly unhelpful in clarifying this issue: §3 relates how such approaches came to 
dominate the distinct historiographical traditions which emerged in Belgium, Leopold‟s 
successor as a colonial power between 1908 and 1960, and abroad. In §4 the causes 
underlying the EIC‟s violent nature are explored in more detail, adding some flesh to the 
argument that mass violence was a complex and multilayered phenomenon. While state 
actors remain in the limelight, the focus here shifts from the state as a singular, normative 
agent, towards what Christian Gerlach has labelled an „extremely violent society‟ in 
which various individuals and social groups within and outside of the state committed 
violent acts for multiple reasons
5
. Some of the arguments advanced are, by necessity, 
general, tentative or patchy: a discussion of available source material with which 
historians can fill some of the gaps (§5) concludes this article.  
 
1. General outline 
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The establishment of colonial rule in the Congo basin consisted of two simultaneous 
developments: a European one involving international diplomacy, the raising of capital, 
the development of a monopolistic legal system and a series of legitimizing discourses, 
and an African one in which European power was articulated. The latter involved 
adaptation to and interaction with a variety of dynamic social and political structures
6
. 
The transition to colonial status in 1885, resulting from the skilful way in which King 
Leopold II of the Belgians capitalized on European international rivalries, brought few 
immediate changes to the territory enclosed within the EIC‟s liberally drawn borders7. 
The chain of posts connecting the coast to Stanley Pool, established earlier by Leopold‟s 
auxiliaries under the command of Henry Morton Stanley, formed the basis from which 
colonial power was gradually extended
8
. During the first years of its existence, the EIC‟s 
African presence consisted of a growing but loose network of armed trade posts grafted 
onto African trade networks along the shores of the Congo River and its tributaries, 
complemented by reconnaissance expeditions which gradually expanded the state‟s 
knowledge of its territory and subjects. A number of mission stations and private trading 
posts following similar paths completed the European presence
9
. 
 
This European network was but one of several expansionist movements encroaching on 
the Congo basin. At the end of the 19
th
 century, many areas of the Congo were in a state 
of turmoil and warfare as they became incorporated as frontier zones into the militarized 
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slave- and ivory economies centred on the Nile, Zanzibar and Angola
10
. Early European 
incursions into this arena were by no means free from violence, brutality, plunder and 
impressments of forced labour. However, until around 1890 the colonial state generally 
infiltrated and manipulated rather than conquered and subjected African trade networks 
and polities
11
. Around this time its approach shifted to an open assertion of supremacy. A 
series of military confrontations ensued which were aimed at eliminating competitors and 
monopolizing coercive power for the state, its allies and its auxiliaries. Campaigns 
against the „Arabs‟ in Eastern Congo12  and expeditions to the Nile13 involved some of 
the many large military columns composed of white officers, African mercenaries, allied 
troops, slaves, porters, women and children which became a regular feature of the 
remainder of the EIC‟s history14. Such columns were plunder machines as well as 
conquering armies: not or inadequately provisioned they largely lived off the land, 
raiding for food, slaves and war booty wherever they passed
15
. Their disruptive passage 
constituted an unmistakeable but transient demonstration of the emerging state‟s power: 
the colonial administration‟s dominance remained uneven as successful armed resistance 
and mutinies of the state‟s African soldiery excluded sizeable regions from its control, 
provoking a prolonged war of conquest which was still incomplete in 1908
16
. Elsewhere, 
administrative and military posts remained spread thin so that the routinized exercise of 
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power usually depended on its delegation to local rulers and mercenaries restyled as 
allied chiefs, several of whom retained considerable independence and coercive 
capabilities
17
.  
 
Within this institutional framework the EIC organised the forceful extraction of natural 
resources, foodstuffs and labour. A weak capital base, largely limited to Leopold‟s 
personal input, coupled with King‟s desire to finance his costly imperial projects from 
local taxation led to a continuous drive to cut expenses and increase revenue
18
. In face of 
the paucity of taxable economic activity the state routinely turned to tribute collecting 
and forced labour as a way to marry both objectives
19
. Moreover, limited finance forced 
local government posts into an increasingly parasitic relationship with their environment 
while at the same time loosening their ties with the central administration. Regular levies 
of foodstuffs and labour for porterage and other services were widespread but varied in 
intensity with the local state presence, hitting the Lower Congo district hardest
20
. 
Imposed as an obligation, the quantity and timing of such levies were left to the 
discretion of state officials, their collection in many cases taking the form of razzias. In 
the Upper Congo, the forceful appropriation of stocks of ivory proved another useful way 
of complementing state and private incomes
21
. For several years, recruitment for the 
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colonial army relied heavily on the „liberation‟ of slaves (enlistment of prisoners of war) 
in the East as a way to reduce its bill
22
.  
 
The impact of such measures on the EIC‟s budget deficits was little more than palliative 
until it capitalized fully on the global rubber boom
23
. The „rubber regime‟ found its origin 
in a combination of a surge in the metropolitan demand for rubber, the development of a 
legal framework and justifying discourse in Brussels, and an increase in the state‟s 
extractive capacity
24
. Forced labour was presented as a form of taxation, justifiable in the 
absence of a monetary economy by the principle that colonized peoples should bear the 
cost of their own administration and civilization. The legal theory of state ownership of 
vacant lands was invoked in 1891 to appropriate the vast majority of the country‟s 
rubber-bearing forests; large sections were subsequently leased to private concession 
companies, such as the infamous Abir and Anversoise, in which the state retained a large 
financial interest
25
. In combination, both principles legally transformed much of the 
country into an enormous plantation on which Africans were obliged to harvest rubber in 
payment of their taxes. The claim of state ownership over the country‟s main rubber 
districts also excluded European traders from much of the potentially lucrative rubber 
trade, provoking protests from European commercial circles which formed the nucleus 
from which later a humanitarian reform movement developed
26
.  
 
The everyday reality of rubber exploitation was defined less by such legal underpinnings 
than by the methods used to obtain high levels of production. The triple limitations of an 
underdeveloped state structure, the large size of the rubber area and a thinly spread 
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population, which combined to render direct control over labour impossible
27
, were 
overcome through a process of copying, adapting, extending and intensifying the 
economic organisation of the Eastern slave frontier
28
. From improvised beginnings, a 
system developed consisting of rubber collecting posts backed up by a highly mobile 
military and served by a network of armed African auxiliaries (called sentinelles, gardes 
forestières or capitaos) stationed in the villages upon which regular rubber quotas were 
imposed
29
. Violence and terror tactics were used as a deterrent and as means of 
enforcement and repression
30
. Rape, torture, mutilation, cannibalism, surprise raids and 
summary executions were part of a repertoire of terror and psychological warfare. More 
commonly, failure to meet set quotas was countered by corporal punishment and hostage 
taking. Punitive expeditions dispatched to repeat offenders routinely massacred and 
burned crops and villages
31
. From its birth in the Equator district in 1893 this brutal mode 
of exploitation spread rapidly to other rubber growing regions
32
. The number of state and 
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company posts was steadily increased in order to extend the area brought under 
production. From a budgetary perspective the system was a success: by the turn of the 
century financial deficits had given way to sizeable surpluses
33
. 
 
While coercion was a central feature of labour mobilization throughout the EIC, the 
relative autonomy of administrators and company agents coupled with variations in local 
circumstances, such as relations with African elites and the type and quantity of produce 
claimed, led to significant regional differences in the methods of tribute collection and, 
consequently, the violence involved
34
. However, the latitude enjoyed by the men on the 
spot was circumscribed by incessant administrative pressure and pecuniary incentives 
aimed at increasing production, often leading to spiralling violence and ruthless over-
exploitation
35
. In time, this chaotic reality of unchecked local plunder machines was 
streamlined into a legal framework which gradually subjected labour requisition to rules 
and procedures. In November 1903 a limit of 40 hours of forced labour per month per 
adult African was decreed, although it was coupled with a complex system of 
equivalences in produce which still allowed for considerable elasticity in practice. The 
most brutal forms of repression were outlawed and others were more strictly regulated. 
The practical effect of these regulations was limited due to inadequate means of 
enforcement together with the Brussels administration‟s clear message that refinement of 
the legal framework was intended to regularize, not reform, existing practice, and that 
revenues should therefore continue to increase
36
. 
 
In part, the definition and narrowing of the boundaries of legitimate violence in the EIC‟s 
legal system were a response to international humanitarian action and political pressure 
challenging both the morality and the legality of Leopold‟s administration. Early protests 
from trading circles were strengthened and eventually superseded by atrocity revelations 
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from ex-state officials, travellers and, especially, missionaries
37
. An international 
humanitarian movement spearheaded by the British Aborigines Protection Society and, 
from 1904 onwards, the Congo Reform Association widely publicized the brutality of the 
EIC regime and elevated the subject to an issue of international politics
38
. Even though 
mismanagement of the EIC also became a domestic political issue in Belgium following 
the report of the Commission d‟Enquête39, continued international pressure contributed 
significantly to the country‟s decision to annex the EIC in 190840. As a Belgian colony, 
the administration of the Congo became subject to parliamentary control. Significant 
legal reforms were implemented between 1908 and 1910, including a phased replacement 
of the forced labour tax by taxes in coin, but evidence that annexation also constituted a 
watershed moment in practice remains sparse
41
. In some areas the exhaustion of natural 
rubber supplies, the decimation of the African population and desperate African 
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Congolese Identiteitscrisis van België rond 1908‟ in V. Viaene, D. Van Reybrouck and B. Ceuppens, eds, Congo in 
België: Koloniale Cultuur in de Metropool (Leuven: Universitaire Pers Leuven, 2009), 43-62. 
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resistance brought the rubber regime to an end prior to Belgian annexation
42
. Elsewhere, 
for example in the Kasai and Lomami, forced collection continued past 1908
43
. 
 
The terror of the rubber regime was only part of a much wider wave of violence and 
dislocation affecting Congolese societies over a period which exceeded the lifespan of 
Leopold‟s African empire. Preceded by years of intensified warfare, plunder and slave 
raiding which saw the disintegration and reconfiguration of the area‟s largest political 
systems, the first decades of the colonial encounter considerably deepened the political, 
social, economic and cultural disruption experienced by Africans
44
. Colonial officials and 
missionaries linked worrying increases in venereal disease, alcoholism, and witchcraft 
accusations, as well as dropping birth rates, to the demoralising effects of European 
administration
45
. The forced labour system created serious demographic imbalances 
while devastating sleeping sickness and smallpox epidemics spread along the states‟ 
extended communication routes
46
. Mortality rates were heightened by exhaustion, 
malnutrition and unhealthy working conditions, contributing to a severe decline in the 
Congo‟s population which continued into the interwar period47. Under Belgian rule the 
colonial state‟s control was further extended and became more centralised, labour 
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43
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central theme in N. R. Hunt, 'An Acoustic Register, Tenacious Images, and Congolese Scenes of Rape and 
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mobilization was rationalized, new economic sectors appeared and the gravest forms of 
physical abuse were gradually curtailed, leading to a new set of constraints and limited 
possibilities for social mobility and increased wealth
48
. Changes in the exercise of state 
power were significant, but coercion and systematic violence were never purged from a 
colonial system which cemented racial inequality, stifled African initiative and furthered 
the forceful integration of its subjects at the bottom tier of the economic system
49
.  
 
2. Social and demographic impact and the vexed question of modernity 
 
As established above, the intensity, substance and impact of European occupation varied 
across regions and evolved over time. African experiences of EIC conquest and rule were 
equally determined by political or social affiliation, gender, cultural identities and the 
way in which individuals were able to negotiate changing pressures, constraints and 
opportunities. As an agent of „creative destruction‟, the colonial state fostered more than 
physical violence alone: the disintegration of existing social structures was linked to 
attempts at establishing a new order which, in the European imagination, provided the 
ultimate justification for the abuse, murder and plunder which accompanied the colonial 
encounter
50
. Taking such diversity and complexity into account is important, but should 
not detract from the fact that EIC rule entailed extreme, gratuitous, large-scale and 
inexcusable violence, widespread suffering and death. 
 
How widespread? An intense controversy has erupted on the issue of the EIC‟s 
demographic impact. A maximalist position, which currently appears to be dominant, 
estimates that roughly fifty per cent of the Congo‟s African population perished under 
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  12 
EIC rule, which would imply a death toll running into the millions
51
. Opposed to this is a 
group of minimalists or, more accurately, agnostics which stresses the unreliable and 
extremely rudimentary nature of available demographic data while also pointing to often 
unspecified regional variations and the multiplicity of causes of population decline, with 
epidemics –for which Europeans alledgedly bear little responsibility– figuring  most 
prominently
52
. According to this group, the claim that EIC rule constituted a massacre „of 
holocaust proportions‟ is based on shaky data, largely unsubstantiated and overdrawn53. 
While a firm estimate of the number of victims must indeed remain elusive, pleas of 
ignorance should not lead to an evasion or minimization of the issue of population 
decline
54
.  
 
More relevant than a sterile polemic about aggregated numbers would be the compilation 
of a more precise geography of the impact and experience of EIC rule. Even at a lower 
level of aggregation no precise „body count‟ can be expected, as most deaths have never 
been recorded
55
. However, aside from indirect evidence provided by skewed age 
pyramids in later population surveys, there is an abundance of qualitative evidence of 
demographic crises at the local level
56
. African testimonies and memories of specific 
massacres as well as various accounts by European eyewitnesses bear witness to the 
extent of turmoil, famine, warfare and population decline in most parts of the EIC
57
. 
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57
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While generally impressionistic on demographics, travellers to the Lower and Upper 
Congo in the early 20
th
 Century were distinctly alarmist: they described severe hardship 
and decimation of the African population devastating entire districts
58
. Whether this 
population decline was due to high mortality, low natality, migration, or a combination of 
these is not always clear. What is certain is that the crisis was widespread and severe, and 
by no means confined to the rubber areas. A more refined historical geography is still 
needed which relates the experiences of trauma, demographic decline and social change 
within Congolese societies to the uneven development of the EIC‟s political and 
economic structures.  
 
It is impossible to neatly distinguish the impact of the different scourges of famine, 
disease, warfare, forced labour and state violence which ravaged the African population. 
Nonetheless, here too a completely agnostic attitude should be avoided. Minimalists have 
correctly pointed out that demographic decline was by no means the direct result of 
violence alone
59
. The epidemics which swept the region, sleeping sickness and smallpox 
in particular, had a particularly severe effect. Failed harvests caused several famines. The 
spread of „moral evils‟ such as venereal disease and alcoholism and the low birth rate of 
Congolese women, two issues which preoccupied missionaries and colonial officials 
alike, point to the experience of severe trauma and social problems unleashed or 
exacerbated by the colonial encounter
60
. This multiplicity of causes has been used to 
argue that the demographic deficit of the early colonial period was only marginally 
related to the „Congo atrocities‟ and state violence61. While this point has some validity, 
the „collateral damage‟ of epidemics and malnutrition was not unrelated to the forced 
                                                                                                                                                                 
known as „Ipanga Ngunda‟ („he who destroys the country‟). Ngbwapkwa, 'L'Exploitation du Caoutchouc‟, 298; 
Likaka, Naming Colonialism, 85-7. 
58
 One sensitive observer was the British consul Roger Casement, whose diaries and report are published in S. Ó 
Síocháin and M. O'Sullivan, The Eyes of Another Race: Roger Casement's Congo Report and 1903 Diary. (Dublin: 
University College Dublin Press, 2003). Hunt, „An Acoustic Register‟, 226-9; Sanderson, „Le Congo Belge‟. 
59
 This has never been contested by maximalists: see Hochschild‟s discussion of multiple causes of population decline 
in King Leopold’s Ghost,  225-34. It is a regular feature of mass violence that the demographic impact far exceeds the 
number of deaths by physical violence alone. See, for example, a report by the International Rescue Committee on the 
recent (post-1996) conclict in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, where it is stated that only 0.4 per cent of the 
estimated 5.4 million casualties is directly attributable to violence: „the majority of deaths have been due to infectious 
diseases, malnutrition and neonatal- and pregnancy-related conditions‟, Mortality in the Democratic Republic of 
Congo: An Ongoing Crisis (International Rescue Committee: 2007), 4.  
60
 E. g. D‟Hossche, „De Ontvolking‟; Bittremieux, „Over de Oorzaken‟; Sanderson, „Le Congo Belge‟; Hunt, „An 
Acoustic Register‟.  
61
 Stengers, Congo. Mythes et Réalités; P. Maréchal,  „Kritische Bedenkingen bij de Controverses over Leopold II en 
Congo in de Literatuur en de Media‟, in Vellut, Het geheugen van Congo, 43-9, Dumoulin, Léopold II.  
  14 
labour regime
62
. Scorched earth tactics, plunder, population displacement, exhaustion, 
neglect of farms due to tax obligations as well as unhealthy working conditions 
considerably (but immeasurably) increased Africans‟ susceptibility to famine and disease. 
Moreover, famine and disease have their own geographies, and sharp demographic 
decline has equally been noted in areas which were unaffected by the major epidemics
63
.  
 
The heated debate over population decline, with critiques of demographic data bordering 
on the obsessive, concerns more than figures alone. Minimalists generally recognise that 
even a serious downward revision of the estimated 10 million victims forwarded by 
Morel, Hochschild and others does not substantially alter the picture of a brutal colonial 
system engendering widespread violence, death and devastation –even if they tend to 
confine the most serious excesses to the „red rubber‟ episode alone64. What they do take 
issue with is the association with genocide and the Holocaust which a demographic crisis 
of this proportion evokes. Drawing on Joseph Conrad and Hannah Arendt, Sven 
Lindqvist has popularized an approach which sees colonialism as the prime expression of 
modernity‟s capacity for evil and a laboratory for genocidal, exterminatory ideologies65. 
In Lindqvist‟s account the EIC is transformed from a dysfunctional, brutal colonial 
system based on the exploitation of forced labour into the first and major instance of 
mass violence of the Twentieth century. The view that the decimation of native peoples 
around the globe can be at least partly attributed to genocidal tendencies at the heart of 
the western intellectual tradition is not uncommon amongst historians of American and 
Oceanic aboriginal societies,
 
but the extension of the argument to the EIC is relatively 
new and remains contested
66
.  
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Three objections are advanced against the incorporation of the EIC into such a narrative 
on the modernity of mass violence: (1) no premeditated large-scale extermination took 
place, (2) the roots of violence were at least partially endogenous, and (3) reducing 
colonialism to racism, greed, and violence ignores the ideas of moral and material 
improvement which constituted the European „civilizing mission‟67. These points are 
worthy of consideration. It is particularly the case that, in a discourse whose underlying 
purpose is not the study of the colonial encounter itself but the critical questioning of 
European modernity, the extent to which colonial violence was fundamentally shaped by 
dynamics in the contact zone, and not merely acted out in it, threatens to get lost
68
. 
Acknowledging such complexities does not however preclude the existence of important 
linkages, not necessarily of a linear variety, between extreme colonial violence and 
European arguments about race, development, labour, masculinity and sovereignty
69
.  
Without these, instances of mass violence on the colonial periphery appear as isolated 
aberrations from an otherwise progressive norm
70
, and connections between centrally 
imposed transformative development and structural violence are obscured
71
. The question 
is not whether the EIC‟s demographic catastrophe can be integrated into the history of 
modern mass violence, but how, and, consequently, what this wider history should look 
like. Exceptionalist, statist, and top-down perspectives dominated by King Leopold‟s 
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greed and the EIC‟s legal system are ill-suited to the purpose. It is to the dominance of 
such perspectives that we now turn.  
 
3. Historiography and the dominance of top-downism 
 
Past and present interpretations of mass violence in the EIC are dominated by the figure 
of Leopold II, the personification of greed, presiding as absolutist monarch over a 
machinery of death aimed at squeezing extortionate quantities of rubber out of his 
African subjects
72
. This close identification of the EIC (as a political institution and an 
era in the history of the Congo) with its sovereign developed in two distinct settings. In 
Belgium, a posthumous glorification of Leopold served both national and colonial 
interests
73
. Elsewhere, in particular in the English-speaking world, it was the 
humanitarian campaigners‟ casting of Leopold as the rogue of the Congo Atrocity saga 
which left an enduring legacy
74
. While Leopold‟s absolute power at the centre of the 
EIC‟s administration justifies some of this attention, the resulting narrative is reductionist 
on two counts: mass violence has been confined to a bounded temporal and geographical 
arena (the EIC‟s rubber districts between 1890 and 1908) and provided with a 
monocausal (Eurocentric, top-down) explanation
75
.  
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During the final years of its existence, the EIC‟s administration had become the subject 
of vigorous debate and bitter criticism, as well as praise and paid propaganda, in the 
Belgian public sphere
76
. However, following Belgian annexation in 1908 and Leopold‟s 
death a year later, critical discussion of colonial matters became increasingly confined to 
an inner circle of colonial experts while Leopold was rather spectacularly rehabilitated in 
an increasingly homogonous historical consciousness. Stripped of both content and 
context, the dead king became the embodiment of the moral virtues –energy, vision and 
generosity– at the core of the socio-cultural agenda of the Belgian colonial lobby77. For 
domestic as well as international reasons (the protection of the monarchy and the warding 
off of potential colonial rivals), official discourse based the legitimacy of Belgian 
sovereignty over the Congo on its continuity with Leopold‟s EIC, ignoring the salient fact 
that the transfer of power had been due to domestic and international criticism of its 
violent and exploitative nature
78
. The EIC became coterminous with heroic pioneers and 
the suppression of the slave trade, and the Congo reform campaign was henceforth 
dismissed as a dubious attempt at robbing Belgium of its rightful colonial possession
79
. 
 
It was not until the 1950s, when Jean Stengers directed some critical attention to the 
EIC‟s administration and the missionaries Hulstaert, Boelaert, and Bontinck documented 
dissenting perspectives from Africans, that cracks in this triumphalist narrative started to 
appear, as yet without significantly impacting Belgium‟s complacent self-image80. While 
decolonization subsequently inspired a more critical attitude towards European 
colonialism, the end of colonialism also marked a dwindling of interest in and funding for 
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African and colonial history in Belgium
81
. The closure of the „politically sensitive‟ EIC 
archives until the 1980s further contributed to the lingering survival of the official 
discourse
82
. When they were finally opened, this enabled Daniel Vangroenweghe and 
Jules Marchal to published studies which contrasted sharply with what had gone before
83
. 
Infuriated by the obfuscation of violence and the glorification of Leopold, these authors 
produced a mirror-image centred on violence in which Leopold was degraded from 
visionary genius to black hearted villain. While now playing a very different part, the 
king remained the lead actor in the saga of the EIC
84
.  
 
While the Anglophone historiography was not troubled by Belgium‟s nationalist counter-
discourse, here too a shared appreciation for the progressiveness of colonial rule had 
marginalized the study of colonial violence until the end of the colonial period
85
. When 
interest in the Congolese past resurged in Britain and the United States during the 1960s, 
the EIC regime was rediscovered through the lens of the Congo reform campaign which 
had left numerous traces in the press, government files, missionary archives, travel 
literature and a wide range of publications
86
. As it was through the study of this 
humanitarian movement itself that the issue was brought back to prominence, the 
Anglophone historiography was again dominated by its perspective and, especially, 
Morel‟s sharp analysis of the forced labour system87. One of the enduring characteristics 
of the humanitarian perspective has been the notion of Leopoldian exceptionalism. As 
previously noted, the reformers‟ mobilization of public support largely depended on their 
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ability to present the evils of the EIC not as a consequence but a distortion of the core 
principles of colonial rule
88
. The labour tax, land alienation, commercial monopolies and 
Leopold‟s love of money were the central tropes of a discourse which left the 
fundamental progressiveness of Europe‟s engagement with native peoples intact.  
 
With this analysis, reformers succeeded in conquering the public mind –the public heart 
was mainly targeted through the medium of photography. Photographs of mutilated 
Congolese bodies were particularly successful in eliciting a strong emotional response 
and were therefore obsessively repeated in print and in the magic lantern shows which 
were a prominent feature of the Congo Reform campaign
89
. This privileging of mutilation 
and atrocities excluded other forms of ruination from view, be it sexual predation, 
starvation or more diffuse forms of violence with a wider geographical application
90
. The 
essence of the humanitarian legacy lies in the combination of this horrific visual imagery 
with an analysis of the peculiar legal system which Leopold engineered, and the obvious 
implication that one directly caused the other. The rediscovery of Joseph Conrad‟s Heart 
of Darkness as a condemnation of Leopold‟s maladministration of the Congo further 
raised its profile in the Anglophone collective memory, where the identification of the 
EIC with mass violence is now deeply embedded
91
. In Belgium, where the humanitarian 
perspective has also acquired a domineering presence, the picture remains more complex 
as remnants of the colonial discourse and national pride oppose its hegemony.  
 
4. A violent state/a state of violence: explaining mass violence 
 
Violence was an integral feature of colonialism, as it involved the imposition and 
maintenance of expatriate minority rule and, often, strong interventionism in the 
economic life of its subjects
92
. This does not imply, however, that brutal and violent acts 
were always, or even usually, centrally planned or directed. Often, violence occurred in 
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localized settings, was improvised, and committed by subordinate officers, African 
auxiliaries or non-state actors. The EIC‟s territory was marked by a society-led culture of 
violence quite separate from the policy objectives of its administration
93
. Nonetheless, the 
colonial state decisively shaped the contours of mass violence in two important ways. 
First, by setting the terms on which Congolese producers were forcefully integrated into 
the international economy it generated and deepened conflicts, notably but not 
exclusively between its own representatives and African producers, thus determining the 
structural relationship between perpetrators and victim groups
94
. Second, the 
administration displayed a very high tolerance for violence against Africans, officially 
and unofficially condoning means of enforcement well beyond those acceptable in a 
European context. This climate of impunity was a reflection of both state weakness and 
the leniency of a heavily biased judicial system and moral code which minimized or 
justified violent transgressions by reference to the need to uphold European power and 
prestige in the face of African barbarity
95
. A comprehensive account of mass violence in 
the EIC should encompass the role of the state as well as the concrete social contexts, 
interactions and actors in the contact zone.  
 
This section offers seven perspectives on the state of violence surrounding Congo‟s 
colonial encounter with Europe. Individually, these are part-explanations of a complex 
phenomenon; taken together they point to ways of moving beyond the top-down 
approach which attributes its occurrence to a particular legal system or Leopold‟s rotten 
personality. This list of causes is merely a starting point for a more refined historical 
analysis: the task of reconstructing how, in different parts of the EIC and at different 
times, they interacted to produce specific historical outcomes still lies ahead. The 
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argument here mainly concerns the need to embed the colonial state within its widest 
possible context. 
 
1. Political culture and the establishment of sovereignty 
 
The implantation of the colonial state and the assertion of its sovereign rights involved 
military conquest and the elimination of powerful competitors. The assertion of 
dominance was a drawn out, mediated and often truncated process
96
. However, even 
though control remained superficial in some parts, and was „delegated‟ to allied chiefs 
and warlords in others, the logic of the colonial state legitimized and necessitated a 
number of interventions, notably the raising of revenue and the subjection of the African 
population to the rule of law. The identification of the state interest with its own survival 
and expansion and the implementation of a loosely defined model of development 
sensitive to metropolitan needs, helped define the contours of legitimate violence
97
. As 
„good‟ colonial government entailed the successful enforcement of a legal system 
designed to bring about the desired social transformation, the state entitled itself to use its 
military power and machinery of criminal punishment to settle conflicts over land, 
labour, the direction of trade, tax obligations and production methods
98
.  
 
In the eyes of EIC officials and European opinion, a powerful civilizing discourse which 
presented colonial domination as a precondition for Africa‟s social, cultural and 
economic improvement provided the ultimate justification for the culture of violence it 
engendered. Such ideas enabled the rationalization of violence as being supportive of the 
greater good and led the administration to accept high worker mortality and disruptive 
recruitment practices as the inevitable costs of progress
99
. No less important for being 
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inadequately understood is the impact of the imperial elite‟s social Darwinian worldview, 
in which the domination of „inferior‟ races was naturalised and seen as crucially 
important to the strength and survival of the Belgian „race‟100.  
 
2. Ruthless economic exploitation 
 
Revenue collection and labour mobilization were the most visible, pervasive and 
disruptive aspects of the colonial administration. The crucial importance of rubber to the 
state‟s solvency accounts for both the intensity of its exploitation, and the prominence of 
the „rubber regime‟ in explanations of the mass violence sweeping the region. The rapid 
development of wild rubber exploitation in the EIC was part of an international 
speculative rubber boom which also affected producers in the rainforests of Latin 
America and other African colonies
101
. King Leopold fully capitalized on the 
opportunities world demand for rubber offered him to improve the state‟s precarious 
finances and to fulfil his private imperial ambitions
102
. The relentless pressure he 
personally exerted on his subordinates to increase production, and a perverse system of 
bonuses which rewarded the excesses of state and concession company agents, spurred 
on a ruthless and deadly scramble for revenue.  
 
Following the analysis of Edmund Dene Morel, leader of the Congo Reform Association 
and a prolific writer, the legal system by which the state obtained forced tax labour to 
work the „vacant‟ lands which it appropriated dominates explanations of its violent 
outcome. To Morel, the crucial issue was access to land: the EIC‟s seizure of the rubber 
forests implied the substitution of freely enacted and mutually beneficial trade 
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relationships with African rubber collectors with coercive means of labour extraction 
which by definition relied on violence
103
. Forced labour systems indeed share a reliance 
on violence for preventative and repressive purposes
104, but the EIC‟s legal system does 
not suffice to explain the nature and intensity of violence used. The forced cotton 
cultivation of a later period, for example, was equally coercive but was not accompanied 
by the same culture of violence
105
.  
 
The brutality of the EIC‟s regime was linked to a more complex process of interaction 
with, and adaptation to, local circumstances. In its most general sense, this represented 
the articulation of capitalist expansion with indigenous modes of production and 
distribution
106
. Europeans were hampered in their search for wage labour and revenues by 
the limited commodification of social relationships in the societies they encountered, and 
the ease by which those who preferred not to engage in production for the market could 
avoid doing so through subsistence production, flight, or migration
107
. Explanations for 
Africans‟ reluctance to engage in the kind of market production colonial governments 
desired centred on the idea of the „lazy native‟, which was used to justify forced labour as 
an educational measure
108
. To organise the profitable extraction of natural resources 
under these circumstances, EIC officials resorted to copying and adapting the social 
organisation and terror tactics of the Eastern slave trade
109
.  
 
3. Under-capitalization and state weakness 
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An influential current of thought attributes much of the brutality of the EIC‟s rule to the 
absence of sufficient resources to effectively administer King Leopold‟s extensive 
territory
110. The state‟s shortage of funds lay at the basis of both a fanatical drive to 
generate short-term revenue to finance colonial conquest and occupation and a reduction 
of expenditure to a bare minimum. Even after 1895, when the state‟s financial outlook 
had improved markedly as a result of the rubber boom, the administration continued to be 
starved of much needed resources as a result of Leopold‟s decision to reserve substantial 
sums for his imperial projects and self-aggrandizement
111
.  
 
Such economizing had far-reaching consequences for the make-up of the state. The 
colonial infrastructure, transport links and medical services remained rudimentary. The 
underdeveloped central administration and embryonic judicial system were only able to 
exercise minimal control over the interior, leading to a climate of impunity which was 
particularly grave in the vast tracts of rubber forests contracted out to private concession 
companies
112
. The lack of both support and supervision from the centre left local 
administrators and company agents often alone in improvising ways of obtaining food, 
labour and the expected revenues. Periodic shortages in trade goods, logistic difficulties 
and other inefficiencies further weakened the fabric of the state, forcing many state posts 
into a parasitic relationship with their environment. While in some areas institutionalized 
and negotiated forms of tribute collection proved manageable, much of the EIC 
fragmented into local plunder-economies in which state officials, concession company 
agents or the state‟s African allies raided their territory for food, labour and resources. 
The violence committed was spurred on by pressure from the centre to collect taxes and 
to rely on force when needed, but also responded to and varied with local circumstances. 
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Lack of resources prevented the EIC from establishing a close-knit network of state posts. 
Even more so than in other African colonies, state power in the EIC was „arterial‟ rather 
than „capillary‟: the state presence was largely concentrated in the Lower Congo and in a 
series of administrative and military posts occupying strategic positions along long-
distance trade routes
113
. Beyond these posts, the state was most commonly represented by 
African mercenaries, allied chiefs and warlords, each often also pursuing their own 
economic and political agendas
114
. The impossibility of establishing direct control over 
the movements and activities of its African subjects limited the arsenal of disciplinary 
methods the state had at its disposal. Hostage taking, raids, the stationing of sentries in 
villages and the threat of corporal punishment, torture or open war were among the most 
effective methods available to put an unwilling population to work when production 
could not be directly supervised.  
 
An undercapitalized EIC, then, possessed the determination and capacity to extract 
considerable resources from its territory, but lacked the ability (and arguably the will) to 
control the means by which such extraction occurred. It was this combination of official 
preoccupation with revenue and the absence of an effective civil administration which to 
influential observers such as Lord Cromer, Wilfred Thesiger and Félicien Cattier lay at 
the core of the „maladministration‟ of the EIC115. 
 
4. African resistance 
 
Africans did not passively submit to the EIC‟s claim to sovereign rights or its demands 
for labour and produce, and it was mostly through the brutal repression of such resistance 
that the latent violence of colonial rule and impressments of involuntary labour became 
overt. Contrary to the myth of peaceful occupation propagated by Belgian colonial 
discourse, „primary resistance‟ from African rulers refusing to submit to European rule 
necessitated a prolonged war of conquest which outlasted the EIC
116
. In areas where the 
state‟s military dominance was established, Africans continued to resist its demands for 
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labour and produce in a variety of ways
117
. Instances of outright rebellion, murders of 
state or company representatives, the evasion of duties through permanent migration or 
temporary flight as well as industrial sabotage (for example by cutting the rubber vines) 
have been documented
118. A series of mutinies within the state‟s military also seriously 
challenged the EIC‟s rule over large parts of its territory119. The violent response such 
challenges provoked reflects the seriousness of the danger African resistance posed to 
state authority. In many cases, officials saw no other effective response than to further 
raise the level of violence in an attempt to terrorize their subjects into submission
120
  
 
The degree of violence required to contain the enduring unrest and quell the resistance to 
the state‟s labour demands did much to expose the emptiness of the civilizing discourse 
on which its legitimacy depended
121
. Africans testified in great numbers before state 
officials, judicial officers, missionaries and the Commission d‟Enquête122. The stark 
contrast between the presumed moral and material benefits of colonial rule and the 
systemic terror which these witnesses described provided sufficient ammunition for an 
international humanitarian campaign to successfully challenge Leopold‟s rule. By 
refusing to submit to the EIC‟s exploitative practices, Africans had played an important 
part in this process
123
.  
 
5. Interaction with African societies and political structures 
 
Resistance was but one of the ways in which Africans engaged with European expansion. 
Differences, divisions and conflicts between and among African ethnic and social groups 
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were fundamental to shaping the patterns of resistance and collaboration, mutual 
adaptation and intercultural exchange which defined the colonial encounter and the 
violence which accompanied it
124
. Explanations of the mass violence of the EIC era need 
to take into account such pre-existing social and political configurations and dynamics as 
well as the ways in which these were exploited by Europeans and their continued 
evolution in interaction with the colonial state.  
 
During the second half of the 19
th
 century the Congo Basin was the locus of dramatic 
social change
125
. Historians have documented migrations and conquests, increased social 
stratification, disintegration of large political units and attempts by ambitious leaders to 
forge new ones, transformations in and intensification of slavery systems, a marked 
militarization of societies, intensified competition for wealth and power and changes in 
gender patterns. The societies the EIC tried to contain within its borders were neither 
unified nor uniform, nor were they isolated from each other or the outside world. Many 
of the region‟s dynamics were related to the incorporation of large parts of it as raiding 
frontiers into Africa‟s expansive slave trading networks126. Although long-distance trade 
in ivory and slaves brought considerable wealth to some, its effects on the frontier 
regions in the Congo were mostly destructive, generating a climate of generalized 
warfare, deep divisions, antagonism and extreme violence. 
 
As the EIC sought allies and collaborators through which to solidify its power, it was 
drawn into and exploited these conflicts and rivalries. While the abolitionist discourse 
deployed in Europe prescribed the active suppression of the slave trade and the protection 
of its victims, military and political expediency, as well as cultural preferences, more 
often led to the establishment of collaborative relations with dominant groups and 
conquering slavers
127
. Rather than being abolished, slavery systems and inequalities in 
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power were incorporated into the colonial framework as a means to mobilize the labour 
colonialism required
128
. African intermediaries not only mattered to the physical exercise 
of state power, but also made up the channels through which information on the region, 
its peoples, their practices and suitable modes of administration was gathered. The 
prevalence of Zanzibaris and Afro-Arabs as culture brokers appears to have been 
constitutive to the borrowing, extension and adaptation of the violent Afro-Arab system 
of resource extraction for the benefit of the EIC
129
.  
 
Over time the EIC‟s conquest and military dominance eroded the power of the country‟s 
ruling elites. However, this effect was not always immediately apparent, and in some 
cases enterprising Africans were able to consolidate or expand their wealth and power 
through political alliances with the state
130
. The outcome was an uneven distribution of 
burdens and opportunities. The more powerful leaders were able to mediate the 
incorporation of their subjects into the colonial order and mitigate some of its effects, 
often by shifting the burden of the EIC‟s demands for labour and produce to their weaker 
neighbours and subjected peoples. Elsewhere, the Afro-Arab „sentry system‟, involving 
the stationing of armed state auxiliaries inside village communities, was widely adopted.  
Often, these sentries exploited their position of state-backed power to appropriate wealth, 
wives, and sexual services, while their usurpation of local political power hampered the 
negotiated, indirect exercise of state power on the long term
131
. 
 
6. Perpetrator motivation and character 
 
Even though the extraction of labour and resources was at the heart of EIC state violence, 
the atrocities committed were not the result of measured economic rationality alone. State 
and company agents and their auxiliaries were more than profit-maximizing stick-figures 
increasing levels of brutality in a calculated response to financial bonuses for increased 
                                                 
128
 Northrup, „The Ending of Slavery‟. 
129
 Vellut, „La Violence Armée‟ 
130
 Vanhee, „Over Heren en Knechten‟. 
131
 An account of the sentry system in operation in Katanga is given in a letter by the Scottish missionary Dugald 
Campbell in Morel, King Leopold’s Rule, 452-62. These African auxiliaries are understudied: their origin, role and 
subsequent re-integration into society deserves further scrutiny. At times, they appear to have been drawn from 
dominant groups, building upon existing patterns of domination, while on other occasions they may have been merely 
locals faced with the unenviable choice of being „among the hunters or the hunted‟. See Hunt, „An Acoustic Register‟. 
  29 
rubber production. The banality and pervasiveness of violence and the sadistic brutality 
of some of the atrocities committed require a broader understanding of perpetrator 
motivation
132
. Europeans and their African associates often used their position of 
unchecked power for the fulfilment of a variety of personal economic, psychological or 
sexual ambitions, with relative impunity leading to cumulative brutalization
133
. 
Comparative evidence also suggests that the arbitrary nature of autocratic political 
systems could profoundly influence the behaviour of their own administrations
134
. The 
socialisation of agents into an administration where official approval, promotions, 
financial benefits and even timely provisioning could depend solely on their success in 
raising revenue merits further study, as do more personal psychological processes such as 
desensitization, group conformity, indoctrination, victim dehumanization, cumulative 
brutalization, racism, fear and paranoia which facilitated the commitment of violent 
acts
135
.  
 
Historically, such questions have been marginalised by narratives which focused instead 
on the „quality‟ or „character‟ of state officials. Serving an unscrupulous and rapacious 
King Leopold, critics identified a local administration staffed with dubious personnel of 
low moral standing
136. While Jean Stengers spoke of „ordinary Belgians‟ locked into a 
violent system, doubts about the poor intellectual, moral and organisational qualities of 
state and concession company personnel have been commonplace among the 
administration‟s higher echelons, external observers and historians alike137. At times, 
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such perceived shortcomings linked into essentialist conceptions of race, nationality or 
class. Doubts were cast over the colonial aptitudes of the Belgian „race‟, while the petty 
bourgeois background of the lower ranks of the state machinery equally raised questions 
about their fitness to rule. Lack of „character‟ (a concept closely related to ideals of 
masculinity) was held to cause Europeans to succumb to the degenerative and brutalizing 
effects of the African climate, environment and people
138. The most common „genetic‟ 
explanation of violence, however, concerned African auxiliaries and native troops which, 
if inadequately supervised, were argued to be prone to surrender to their „savage 
instincts‟139.  
 
While the explanatory value of „character‟ to the problem of mass violence is limited at 
best, the EIC did experience difficulties in attracting suitable personnel due to high 
mortality rates, undesirable working conditions, modest wages and the low prestige of the 
Congolese colonial service
140
. As a result, recruitment standards were low and discredited 
personnel were retained to complement the structurally understaffed administration. A 
rapid turnover in personnel, the lack of education for colonial service and the loose ties 
with the central administration left many state posts in the hands of young and 
inexperienced recruits who improvised ways to assert their dominance over an 
environment often perceived as hostile. Agreements with the Belgian and Italian army, 
the enlistment of Scandinavian officers and West African subordinate cadres somewhat 
alleviated the EIC‟s staffing problems, but also ensured that the administration became 
strongly infused with a military spirit
141
.  
 
7.  Racism 
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The attribution of inherent characteristics on the basis of „race‟ or ethnicity was deeply 
engrained within European thought
142
. Racism was also at the centre of the EIC‟s 
colonial ideology. It was Africans‟ assumed backwardness and slaving instincts which 
justified colonial conquest, their inherent laziness which justified forced labour, and their 
insolence, dishonesty, violent nature and childlike behaviour which justified the state‟s 
authoritarian rule and the use of force in excess of what was acceptable in Europe. In the 
eyes of state officials, the particular barbarity of the EIC‟s African inhabitants 
necessitated a firm, ruthless and often brutal exercise of authority
143
. The idea that 
colonial rule brought civilization to these „benighted‟ Africans proved a powerful tool in 
playing down the severe disruption it caused: as the great task of remaking Africans 
seemed impossible to achieve without it, violence, turmoil and demographic decline were 
accepted as necessary evils offset by colonialism‟s ulterior benefits. A fatalistic attitude 
towards violence and social upheaval masked the state‟s failure or unwillingness to 
safeguard African societies from the excessive and arbitrary requisitioning of workers, 
food and taxes or to control the violence committed by its representatives. 
 
By dehumanizing victims and precluding empathy for the suffering inflicted upon them, 
racism was also crucial to facilitating the commitment of extreme and sometimes sadistic 
acts of violence
144
. Writings from Europeans residing in the Congo often reveal aversion, 
intense hatred and deep contempt for the Africans amongst whom they lived. Parallel to 
(and in tension with) conceptions of the civilizing mission and African moral 
improvement circulated notions of native irreclaimability, depicting Africans as beasts of 
burden and dirty brutes whose lives counted for little or nothing. Such racist depictions 
underlay the banality of violence against Africans and the thoughtlessness with which 
some Europeans resorted to physical abuse, murder, plunder and warfare. Low penalties 
for crimes against Africans and their lax treatment by the administration and courts 
structurally reinforced the idea that African life was cheap
145
. 
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Racism was not a strictly European preserve. Jean-Luc Vellut notes the contempt the 
Islamised „Waungwana‟ displayed towards the pagan „Washenzi‟ and the way in which 
in this case too the marking of difference facilitated the commitment of brutalities and 
extreme violence
146
. Nor were racist notions uniform: Europeans held varying and 
sometimes positive ideas on African racial characteristics, and could interact with 
Africans accordingly. Few rigid institutional boundaries yet separated Europeans from 
Africans, leading to the development of close and sometimes intimate relationships 
between them. Cutting across this pluriformity of attitudes and interactions, however, 
fundamentally uneven power relations, racial inequality codified in law, and the twin 
ideas of white superiority and the legitimacy of European dominion remained 
unquestioned.  
 
5. Sources  
 
The above overview of the roots of the EIC‟s culture of violence remains static and 
incomplete. Its main aims have been to pave the way for more geographically precise and 
dynamic approaches and to point to ways in which the study of violence in the EIC can 
usefully be refocused.  What is now needed is a clearer picture of the variations in impact 
and experience of EIC rule (and their causes), a shift from state-centred, top-down 
interpretations to an understanding of violence as deeply rooted and society-led, the 
investigation of multiple actors and social groups in interaction with the colonial state, 
and a broader contextualisation of the EIC‟s violent history within broader currents of 
European and African history
147
. The focus in this article has been predominantly on 
causes and perpetrators, but the recovery of lived experience and the exploration of 
structural change are at least as urgent. Although the EIC period is one of the most 
intensely studied in Congolese history, the research agenda remains long. Fortunately, 
there exists a wide range of sources with which to tackle it. This final section serves as a 
rough introduction to this material
148
. 
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Belgian archives contain most of the material required to offer a comprehensive inside 
perspective on the colonial administration and the violence it engendered
149
. For 
information on the latter, researchers no longer need to rely on published accounts and 
testimonies circulated by the regime‟s critics: the EIC government and related records 
which have been gradually opened up have provided most of the detailed information on 
which the highly critical studies by Jules Marchal and Daniel Vangroenweghe are 
based
150
. Wilful destruction of compromising material and years of relative neglect mean 
that records can be fragmentary, scattered, poorly organized and inadequately 
inventorized, but the remaining material is still far richer than is often suggested
151
. 
Official documents and personal papers of state officials ranging from the rank and file 
up to the Gouverneur Général, Secrétaire d‟Etat and some of King Leopold‟s personal 
entourage offer a wealth of information on state policy as well as personal testimonies, 
correspondence and reports
152
. Some of these reports are surprisingly critical of state 
practice, while others are noteworthy for their blatant racism and boastful descriptions of 
extreme violence
153
. Travel accounts and autobiographical notes of various private 
individuals who visited the Congo offer another interesting perspective on the country, its 
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administration and its people. Many archival sources, such as the records of court cases, 
which are now accessible up to 1910, still await their historian
154
.  
 
Missionary sources rival government records both in the detail they provide and in their 
wide geographical scope
155
. State officials exempted, protestant and catholic missionaries 
were the most numerous group of Europeans residing in the EIC. As missionaries were 
also less concentrated in the urban areas of the Lower Congo, they were the most 
prominent European observers of, and participants in, developments in the interior
156
. 
Unsurprisingly, this privileged position implicated missionaries directly in the Congo 
atrocity campaign as their testimony and endorsement was much coveted by 
humanitarians and the state alike. The decision to participate on either side of the debate 
mostly depended on strategic considerations related to evangelisation, which remained 
the missionary societies‟ primary concern157. Public interventions by missionaries were 
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thus somewhat skewed to favour the missionary cause: critics were keen to present the 
excesses of Leopoldian colonialism as evidence of the shortcomings of a materialistic 
colonialism in need of moral improvement through increased missionary involvement. 
However, missionary evidence is by no means limited to such public pronouncements. 
Missionary archives contain a wealth of internal correspondence and detailed reports 
which provide information not only on the missionaries and their daily lives, but also on 
the social, political and economic context in which they operated and on the people they 
tried to convert. The writings of two prominent missionaries, Émeri Cambier (Scheut) 
and Fernand Allard (Jesuit), which are available in published form, provide just a taste of 
the richness of this missionary evidence, as does a recent compilation of correspondence 
by American Presbyterian missionaries
158
. 
 
Other interesting sources include the consular reports which provided foreign powers 
with the ammunition they needed to exert diplomatic pressure on King Leopold, as well 
as the correspondence originating from foreign diplomatic representatives residing in the 
Congo
159
. The famous report compiled by the British consul Roger Casement in 1903 
may have been more significant as a landmark in the politics of Congo reform than it is 
for the information it provides on the EIC administration, but it was but the first of a 
series of more detailed and analytical reports written by an extended British consular staff 
during the decade which followed
160
. American, Portuguese, Italian, Dutch, and French 
consuls also wrote reports on violence and maladministration within the EIC, though of 
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variable quality and often based on second-hand information
161
. While consular reports 
have lost some of their earlier importance due to the opening up of government archives 
in Belgium, they still contain much valuable information besides offering an interesting 
insight in the troubled process of defining sound practice in colonial policy. 
Humanitarian activists and organisations which campaigned against the Congo 
administration left another rich archival legacy. The voluminous collection of Edmund 
Dene Morel‟s papers at the London School of Economics is particularly useful. Its 
relevance extends well beyond Morel‟s handling of the Congo Reform campaign itself, as 
it contains a very rich correspondence with a range of local informants as well as 
sympathizers, politicians and the ideologically unconverted
162
.  
 
Although the written record represents a wide range of perspectives, it is almost exclusively 
European in origin. Nonetheless, Europeans regularly recorded the concerns and testimonies of the 
many African victims, perpetrators and witnesses of colonial violence who related their 
experiences. Official reports often quote native informants, albeit in a mediated form, so that a 
careful reading of these documents can reveal much of the way in which Africans experienced and 
interpreted the transformations and hardships brought about by colonial occupation. Of particular 
value is the evidence given by African men and women to the Commission d‟Enquête, which 
investigated allegations of state violence in the Equator province, and can be consulted at the 
African Archives in Brussels
163
. In addition to contemporary written sources, historians can make 
use of personal and popular memories of the violence of the EIC which have endured until the late 
colonial period and beyond
164
. A number of these memories, which appear to have been very vivid 
in the Equator‟s rubber districts, have been collected or transcribed by the Flemish catholic 
missionary Edmond Boelaert
165
. Some of these testimonies have been subsequently published, 
others are preserved at the Centre Aequatoria
166
. Overall, however, relatively little has been done to 
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record or recover African memories and interpretations of the EIC‟s conquest, administration and 
forced labour policies
167
.  
 
At the time of the events, most of the above sources were not publicly available. Instead, 
information reached European audiences through the numerous pamphlets and articles 
published or inspired by either the humanitarian reform campaign or the equally 
vociferous counter-campaign financed by King Leopold
168
. While news on Congolese 
affairs was thus ideologically filtered and often contradictory, the „rubber atrocity‟ 
revelations left a deep impression on the European conscience and imagination. The 
skilful use of sensational photographs, touring lantern shows, gifted orators, evangelical 
grassroots organisation and a prodigious output of pamphlets, books, and newspaper 
articles turned the Congo Reform campaign into the largest sustained protest against 
colonial exploitation during the early Twentieth century
169
. Their direct political 
achievements aside, these protests left visible traces in European culture. The space the 
EIC occupied in European literary and cultural production opens its own avenues for 
historical research. An atrocity literature which displayed, aestheticized and exoticized 
violence against Africans, affirmed Central Africa‟s acquired image as a primitive and 
barbaric „Heart of Darkness‟ in need of external salvation170. 
 
Taken together, a detailed examination of this rich archival record and the possibilities 
for recovering African experience allow for a much fuller appreciation of both the 
complexity and brutality of the colonial encounter than the one provided by the current 
state-centred literature. The dragging of the EIC from under Leopold‟s shadow and its re-
integration into the broader historiography on European expansion and African 
adaptations to colonial rule is both possible and long overdue.  
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